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How can you 
encourage your 
students’ musical 
creativity? Here are 
some ideas that may 
surprise you.
by Charles E. Norris
Introducing Creativity in 
the Ensemble Setting 
National Standards Meet 
Comprehensive Musicianship
Abstract: This article explores realistic ways with which ensemble conductors can facilitate 
the conceptual acquisition of their students via creative activities. Creativity, as included in the 
National Standards, is presented through the “eyes” of comprehensive musicianship.
Keywords: composing, comprehensive musicianship, creativity, improvising, performing, standards
For nearly a century, the MENC commu­nity has pondered the purposes, content, and means of delivering a comprehen­
sive music curriculum to K–12 students in the 
United States. Landmark events in American 
music education, such as the Contemporary 
Music Project, the Yale Seminar, Tanglewood 
Symposium, and the Manhattanville Music Cur­
riculum Program, proposed the content and 
skills that should be the focus of American 
music education.1 Two of the major out­
growths of these music education events be­
came known as comprehensive musicianship 
and the National Voluntary Standards for Music.
A widely accepted definition of compre­
hensive musicianship has been phrased as 
“[that which] encourages students to grow in 
musical knowledge and skill at all levels of 
instruction by synthesizing the musical materi­
als they are working with and by making con­
ceptual connections through performance, 
analysis, and composition.”2 In this approach 
to music instruction, musical knowledge is 
defined as understanding of four basic musi-
cal elements—pitch, duration, intensity, and 
timbre (these elements also are commonly 
extended to include language such as melody, 
harmony, rhythm, tempo, texture, dynamics, 
form, articulation, and expression). To attain 
understanding of the musical elements, stu­
dents engage in three primary musical behav-
iors: performing, analyzing, and creating. 
The comprehensive musicianship approach 
to music education conceded that the empha­
sis of any one musical behavior depended 
on the nature of the music class in question. 
Therefore, an ensemble class would have 
as its primary focus performing behaviors, 
while music appreciation and theory­related 
courses might focus more heavily on ana­
lytical and creative behaviors. Nonetheless, 
comprehensive musicianship advocated that 
the development of musical understanding 
(of elements) should not be one­dimensional 
and therefore should incorporate in varying 
degrees all three aforementioned musical 
behaviors.
The tenets of comprehensive musician­
ship eventually gave way to the National 
Voluntary Standards for Music (National Stan­
dards),3 which in essence shifted the focus of 
instruction from understanding or knowledge 
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of musical elements to musical behaviors 
or what students might be able to do with 
music as a result of K–12 instruction. These 
nine standards are commonly known as 
the following:
1.  Singing, alone and with others, a  
varied repertoire of music
2.  Performing on instruments, alone and 
with others, a varied repertoire of 
music
3. Improvising melodies, variations, and 
accompaniments
4.  Composing and arranging music 
within specified guidelines
5.  Reading and notating music
6.  Listening to, analyzing, and describing 
music
7.  Evaluating music and music 
performances
8.  Understanding relationships between 
music, the other arts, and disciplines 
outside the arts
9.  Understanding music in relation to 
history and culture
As one might glean from the discus­
sion thus far, the standards essentially 
extended the three musical behaviors of 
comprehensive musicianship (performing, 
analyzing, creating) to a number of more 
specific musical behaviors or skills (such 
as singing, performing on instruments, 
improvising, composing, evaluating, etc.). 
With the advent of the National Standards, 
music educators—ensemble conductors, in 
particular—have become pressured more 
than ever before to deliver musical instruc­
tion that moves beyond the typical and lim­
ited curricula of the “traditional” ensemble 
course—that is, reading, rehearsing, and 
performing music at school concerts and 
festivals—toward a model that somehow 
engages junior high school and high school 
ensemble students in other non­perfor­
mance­oriented musical behaviors, such as 
improvisation, composition, and arranging.
Integration of nonperforming musical 
behaviors—improvising, composing, and 
arranging, in particular—in the ensemble 
setting can be a daunting task. The spe­
cific proficiency levels suggested in the 
National Standards, such as “improvise 
original melodies over given chord pro­
gressions, each in a consistent style, meter, 
and tonality” or “compose and arrange 
music for voices and various electronic 
instruments, demonstrating knowledge of 
the ranges and traditional usages of the 
sound sources” may seem entirely out of 
reach, given the time constraints and com­
munity expectations for ensemble classes’ 
outcomes.4 Pressure to prepare for com­
munity and competitive performances are 
prioritized so highly that creative opportu­
nities, such as composition and improvisa­
tion, are not provided for music students in 
middle school and high school ensembles. 
Other than singing and performing on 
instruments (Standards 1 and 2), reading 
and notating music (Standard 5) are the 
most likely practiced musical behaviors, 
given that nearly half of all states require 
some form of music­reading activity as part 
of their adjudicated festivals.5
To move beyond what might be 
considered these “traditional” curricular 
practices (to reiterate, those that involve 
reading, rehearsing, and performing), 
this article will explore a literature­ and 
concept­based approach to integrating 
basic creative skills into the performance 
setting. Such an approach can acknowl­
edge the need for student creative activ­
ity suggested in the National Standards but 
provide these skills as additional means to 
attain understanding of the music elements 
so central to comprehensive musicianship. 
Specifically, this article will (1) propose a 
perspective from which creativity can be 
integrated into the performance class set­
ting, (2) describe a curricular model that 
integrates the primary tenets of compre­
hensive musicianship and National Stan­
dards, and (3) share sample lesson plans 
that introduce and provide the impetus 
for regular creative activity. Although the 
ideas presented here are not meant to sup­
plant the highly regarded performance 
outcomes of twenty­first­century second­
ary ensemble classes, the ideas are shared 
to invite ensemble conductors to consider 
realistic ways in which all students can be 
introduced to musical creativity.
Proposing a Perspective
While most music educators might value 
creative activity in the education of their 
students, research suggests that music 
educators devote little if any time to 
composition, arranging, and improvising.6 
Although the National Standards are meant 
to serve as guidelines for music curricula, 
it is probable that most ensemble conduc­
tors are beleaguered by the sophisticated 
levels at which students might be expected 
to demonstrate creativity. This sense of 
frustration may be exacerbated by teach­
ers’ self­perceived lack of accomplishment 
in the creative realm. This assertion is very 
logical, considering that today’s music edu­
cators were and still are trained under a 
predominantly performance­based model 
of secondary music education. Uncertainty 
about both their own creative skills and 
values related to student creativity coupled 
with the pressures of performance prepa­
ration leaves music educators faced with 
unanswered challenges of how to engage 
or begin to engage their students in cre­
ative activity. In the end, overwhelmed 
ensemble conductors more than likely will 
exclude creative activity from their music 
instruction.
In an attempt to alleviate the above 
concerns, music educators might wish 
to consider inclusion of Standards 3 and 
4 (improvising, composing and arrang­
ing) from the perspective of comprehen­
sive musicianship that has as its primary 
focus musical elements rather than music 
behaviors.7 As stated earlier, under the 
philosophical tenets of comprehensive 
musicianship, understanding of musical 
elements—pitch, duration, intensity, and 
timbre—is developed through behaviors, 
such as performing, creating, and analyz­
ing. In performance­based classrooms, 
understanding of the musical elements cer­
tainly (and primarily) should be developed 
through performance activities, but not 
at the expense and exclusion of creative 
activities. If one recognizes creative activ­
ity in the ensemble setting as a secondary 
but essential means to developing student 
understanding of musical elements, then 
the inclusion of improvisation, composing, 
and/or arranging might be perceived as 
more feasible. Acknowledgement of a per­
spective as described requires an exami­
nation of how creativity might become a 
recurring part of an ensemble’s curriculum.
Describing a Curricular Model
A music curriculum that introduces 
and facilitates musical creativity may be 
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envisioned in a four­faceted model. Ensem­
ble conductors might facilitate optimum 
student learning with (1) a focus on the 
musical elements; (2) a cognitive approach 
with which understanding of musical 
elements may be developed and dem­
onstrated; (3) musical behaviors that specifi­
cally include improvising, composing, and 
arranging; and (4) repertoire that sequen­
tially introduces the musical elements.
First and foremost, curriculum should 
be designed to specifically and clearly 
feature the evolution of understanding 
for each musical element, as prescribed 
in comprehensive musicianship. To cre­
ate in any meaningful way, in the arts or 
in language, an individual must possess 
a vocabulary of some kind. To deliver an 
extemporaneous speech in Japanese for 
an average American adolescent (or adult) 
would be overwhelming not so much as a 
result of a fear of speaking but more so as a 
result of not being able to speak Japanese. 
Similarly, creativity in music might be lim­
ited without a developing aural and writ­
ten vocabulary of the musical elements.8
Tonal music from all cultures is fer­
tile soil for these musical elements, and 
the goal of the instructor should be to 
identify music and design instruction that 
allows students to become comfortable 
with the elements in a sequential man­
ner, from simple to complex. For example, 
the element of rhythm in 6/8 meter may 
be approached first with awareness of a 
steady beat (dotted quarter) followed by 
groupings of three eighth notes, one quar­
ter and one eighth, six sixteenth notes, and 
so on. Likewise, students can develop an 
understanding of pitch initially with the 
sol–mi interval, moving to stepwise pat­
terns, eventually exploring the intervallic 
relationships of pitches in diatonic triads.
The second facet of music curriculum 
requires that ensemble conductors con­
sciously consider and implement a cogni­
tive approach (such as generative, Kodály, 
music learning theory, etc.) with which 
aural perception and understanding of the 
musical elements (the musical vocabulary) 
will be introduced to, developed in, and 
demonstrated by their students. From one 
cognitive perspective, for example, stu­
dents may explore a change in dynamics 
initially in a kinesthetic or enactive man­
ner (physical gesture expands or contracts 
with the change in volume) and then per­
ceive the same dynamic changes as icons 
(series of pictures that gradually increase 
or decrease in size). The same students 
would eventually demonstrate under­
standing by responding with standard 
music symbols such as p, mp, mf, and 
f. Another cognitive approach might find 
students developing perception of a new 
pitch or rhythm pattern by first singing or 
chanting on a neutral syllable, then associ­
ating the pattern with a verbal mechanism 
(solfège, numbers, counting syllables) and 
eventually demonstrating understanding 
with standard notation. The approach a 
conductor chooses is not as important as 
consistently using a system that introduces 
and fosters continuing growth of aural and 
written musical vocabulary.
The third part of this curricular model 
includes the musical behaviors, those out­
lined in the National Standards, through 
which students will enhance their under­
standing of the musical elements so central 
to comprehensive musicianship. Singing, 
playing instruments, and note reading 
must be extended to include improvising, 
composing, and arranging. The students 
who are exploring dynamics may not only 
play or sing written dynamics but also 
arrange variations of the written dynam­
ics of the pieces they are learning. The stu­
dents who have begun to aurally perceive 
new pitch or rhythm patterns as described 
in the preceding paragraph not only 
may begin to improvise or compose short 
sequences of the new patterns but also do 
so in the context of previously acquired 
pitch or rhythmic vocabulary. The more 
readily students perceive a musical ele­
ment, the more likely they will be able to 
represent and continue to develop their 
understanding of the element through not 
only playing, singing, and reading but also 
improvising, composing, and arranging.
The final and fourth part of cur­
riculum connects the elements, cognitive 
approaches, and musical behaviors to 
repertoire. Perhaps the biggest weakness 
of curriculum and instruction is the failure 
to contextualize understanding of musi­
cal elements in the music the students are 
studying. How often do we choose reper­
toire that is based not on what understand­
ing of the elements the students may gain 
but on a prescribed state list or the whims 
of our own individual tastes? Aside from 
singing and playing music, a large number 
of state festivals do require ensembles to 
sight­read at varying levels, and instructors 
are then compelled to prepare students 
to undertake the reading tasks, but how 
often is repertoire used to develop the 
understanding required of the varying 
sight­reading requirements? Moreover, 
how often do instructors use behaviors 
other than singing, playing, or reading 
notation to develop the understanding that 
fosters musical independence to under­
take such sight­reading? Selection of reper­
toire that mirrors a curriculum’s sequential 
presentation of the musical elements is 
crucial to student musical understanding.
The curriculum as described empow­
ers music educators to offer a wider array 
of activities with which students can more 
completely attain musical understanding. 
The cornerstone of ensemble instruction, 
then, is the musical elements, introduced 
in a logical and sequential manner. Under­
standing of elements is developed through 
one or more cognitive approaches while 
engaging students in a variety of musi­
cal behaviors (in addition to singing and 
playing). With repertoire as the overarch­
ing context for musical learning, a sound 
and viable music curriculum addresses 
the important concerns of comprehensive 
musicianship (the elements), the tenets 
of one or more cognitive approaches, 
and the National Standards (the behav­
iors with which musical understanding is 
developed). 
Sharing Sample Lesson Plans: 
Introducing Creativity
In the curricular model as described, 
students develop, explore, and demon­
strate understanding of musical elements 
through improvisation, composition, and 
arranging as related to the literature that 
they study. Because creativity implies 
action, the ensemble conductor must also 
ensure that students are familiar and com­
fortable with the process of creating by 
enabling student perception of musical 
elements in selected repertoire, by demon­
strating the creative process, and by pro­
viding examples of musical creativity that 
result from clear and specific guidelines. 
These guidelines should prescribe clearly 
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the musical materials with which students 
will create, such as the specific pitch and 
rhythm patterns, number of beats or mea­
sures, meters, keys, and other elements, 
such as dynamics, articulation, and phras­
ing. These guidelines should balance 
previously mastered understanding of 
elements with newer elements found in 
the new repertoire. Two lesson plans are 
offered as illustrations of how repertoire 
coupled with introductory creative activi­
ties might enhance musical understanding.
The first lesson focuses on the first five 
pitches and the do–mi relationship in major 
tonality. The primary theme of an Angolan 
folksong, “O Desayo,” serves as an appro­
priate context. The principal theme of “O 
Desayo”—that all voices sing throughout 
the piece—clearly embodies the aforemen­
tioned pitch material (Figure 1) and there­
fore is readily perceived by the students.
In this lesson, students engage in a 
variety of musical behaviors from singing 
patterns and phrases to listening/analyz­
ing/identifying the patterns in the piece to 
composing with the patterns found in the 
piece. The primary modes of developing 
and demonstrating musical understanding 
are centered on aural perception and oral 
replication of tonal patterns, associating 
solfège with tonal patterns, and compos­
ing with solfège symbols. Again, the focus 
of all the musical activity is derived from 
the repertoire. Table 1 details the progres­
sion of student learning.
As demonstrated in the plan, students 
can manipulate the prominent musical 
material not only by playing and sing­
ing teacher­selected repertoire but also 
through composing short études or warm­
ups with specifically outlined teacher 
guidelines (in this case, a ten­pitch step­
wise sequence using do, re, mi, fa, and/or 
sol with one skip from mi to do). Students 
perform these pitch sequences and/or the 
instructor presents them for warm­up activ­
ities in future rehearsals. The teacher might 
also employ the same creations in error­
detection exercises, in which students eval­
uate the printed composition according to 
a student performance. There is no limit 
on the number of creative activities with 
which a conductor could facilitate deeper 
understanding of all the musical elements.
The second lesson plan—one that has 
been successfully implemented by the 
author on numerous occasions—focuses 
on the concept of timbre or, more specifi­
cally, articulation. Young, inexperienced 
wind players often struggle with tonguing, 
slurring, and staccato when these con­
cepts are introduced and first explored. 
An alternative to endless teacher model­
ing and student repetition finds students 
“arranging” the main theme of a band 
composition (regardless of what individual 
parts play) with regard to its articulation. 
Students then not only play variations of 
the tune as written but also evaluate agree­
ment between a visual representation of 
the theme and a live or recorded perfor­
mance. “American Patrol,” a commonly 
used tune in beginning band repertoire 
and materials (Figure 2), serves as the 
focus for the second sample lesson.
The lesson as written will likely 
spread over a two­day period, but its 
undertaking will save time and energy in 
preparation for the performance of the 
selection and in future experiences with 
different repertoire. Students engaged in 
the creative process as illustrated more 
effectively internalize their understand­
ings of basic articulation. In the days 
immediately following, students can con­
tinue in a similar vein with quick board 
work in which they write these same 
types of articulations on daily scales and 
other ensemble warm­up materials. This 
type of lesson simultaneously provides 
opportunities for purposeful creative 
activity that fosters individual musical 
understanding and develops individual 
playing skills necessary for technically 
sound and musical ensemble perfor­
mances (see Table 2).
In both of these student learning 
examples, the philosophical premise cen­
ters on developing musical understanding 
(internalization of specified tonal patterns 
and specified articulations) rather than on 
“getting ready for the concert.” The actual 
musical behaviors, those of which the 
National Standards speak, are the means 
to the understanding of the musical ele­
ments, those with which comprehensive 
musicianship is concerned, and in the 
long term transform traditional ensemble 
instruction or “getting ready for the con­
cert” into a series of much more efficient 
and musically satisfying experiences.
Will a music educator devote the 
amount of time implied in the provided 
plans on a daily basis? This depends on 
a music educator’s personal teaching phi­
losophy and the curriculum and expecta­
tions of his or her school district. In most 
cases, if musical concepts and represen­
tative repertoire are chosen purposefully, 
these creative activities supplement rather 
than supplant what we consider to be 
more traditional ensemble instruction—
that which culminates in a number of 
performances in any given school year.
In a Nutshell
The National Standards do set a high 
bar for creativity. While such expec­
tations are laudable, the current and 
long­time realities of budget constraints, 
high school requirements, successful 
FIGURE 1
Excerpt from “O Desayo,” adapted by Charles E. Norris from an 
arrangement by Elliot Levine, Plymouth Music Company WWIC-101. 
Translation: Good morning, my sister, good morning.
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TABLE 1
Lesson 1
Learners Nonauditioned seventh-, eighth-, or ninth-grade treble choir
Content Pitch may move by diatonic steps and skips within the tonic triad (sol–fa–mi–do, mi–re–do, sol–fa–mi–re–do, do–mi–sol–mi–sol, 
do–sol–mi–do)
Context “O Desayo,” Elliot Levine, Plymouth Music Company, WWIC-101
Objectives Students will demonstrate understanding of the above tonal patterns by
•	 Singing vocal warm-ups based on the given patterns.
•	 Sight-singing a variety of patterns on a solfège “diagonal,” comprising diatonic steps and tonic triad skips.
•	 Identifying above patterns while listening to “O Desayo.”
•	 Singing these patterns from “O Desayo.”
•	 Creating solfège warm-ups, using tonal patterns from “O Desayo.”
Known Students have experience
•	 singing the major scale with solfège.
•	 singing solfège syllables when presented with the following patterns sung on a single vowel sound: sol–fa–mi–re–do, mi–re–do, mi–
do, sol–fa–mi–do, do–mi–sol–mi–sol.
•	 singing stepwise patterns from a solfège diagonal.
•	 writing solfège syllables when the teacher sings on a neutral syllable.
•	 underlining the aforementioned solfège patterns in their music.
•	 singing themes from the A and B sections of “O Desayo,” using solfège syllables in place of text in the appropriate places.
Suggested 
sequence
•	 Students sing sirens on forward vowels (get a few demonstrations from capable individuals).
•	 Students vocalize the following patterns on the oo vowel: sol–fa–mi–re–do and sol–fa–(fa)–mi–do, mi–re–do, do-sol–mi–do.
•	 Students sing oo vowel while teacher sings solfège; after a few repetitions, students change to solfège.
•	 Write on the whiteboard (or blackboard) an ascending do–re–mi–fa–sol (solfège diagonal) on the staff in F major.
•	 Students review the warm-up patterns as the teacher points to solfège symbols on the solfège diagonal.
•	 Students sing section A of “O Desayo” with text; teacher monitors correct rhythm/pitch/tone/etc.
•	 Students identify (review) the five patterns by singing the corresponding solfège in place of text as they sing sections A and B 
(and other sections A and B); scores are marked.
•	 Review where the patterns are written in the first theme of section A.
•	 Students sing unfamiliar solfège sequences (teacher writes at the board) comprising the aforementioned patterns.
•	 Having worked with the teacher’s models, students create their own ten-pitch sequences using these patterns (students use paper 
and pencil or whiteboards).
•	 Teacher moves around the room, giving guidance as needed.
•	 Student creations are used for warm-up activities in subsequent classes as the piece is prepared for performance.
•	 To ensure that students are genuinely mentally processing the tonal patterns, students should perform creations, individually or in 
small groups.
advocacy, and community expectations 
and understanding of school music 
programs limit implementation and 
achievement as they (Standards 3 and 
4) are stated (and described earlier in 
this article) at the high school–proficient 
level.9 For the time being, the author 
recommends introductory experiences 
in creating, those that simultaneously 
address concerns of the National Stan­
dards and comprehensive musicianship.
To provide more experiences in cre­
ativity, perhaps music educators might 
establish a comprehensive sequence of 
music concepts (K–12), complete with 
song and repertoire “banks.” These banks 
would provide contexts in which children 
and adolescents could develop a musical 
FIGURE 2
Excerpt from “American Patrol,” Frank Meachem, adapted by Charles E. 
Norris from an arrangement by John Kinyon, Alfred 906S
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TABLE 2
Lesson 2
Learners Middle school band (end of the first year or beginning of the second year of 
instruction)
Content Timbre is determined (affected) by the envelope (attack, sustain, decay, release) of 
the sound source
Context “American Patrol” (march) by Frank Meachem (arr. John Kinyon)
Objectives Students will demonstrate awareness of appropriate articulation by
•	 playing articulations as written by arranger.
•	 creating and playing new articulations (new arrangements) for selected portions 
of their parts.
•	 aurally identifying changes in articulations created by other sections of the band.
Students will demonstrate understanding of the aesthetic impact of articulation by
•	 describing the qualities (musical and nonmusical) of a march.
•	 evaluating the original articulations in light of identified march qualities.
•	 evaluating new articulations in light of identified march qualities.
Known •	 Students have been introduced to the march style.
•	 Students have been introduced to tonguing, slurring, staccato, legato.
•	 Students can “get through” printed pitches and rhythms.
•	 Students have experience describing and evaluating music in musical and 
nonmusical terminology.
Materials •	 Copied segments of the various instrument parts
•	 Overhead transparencies of said segments
•	 Overhead projector
•	 Whiteboard and marker for list making and scales
Suggested 
sequence
•	 B-flat and E-flat concert scales from the whiteboard, using a variety of 
articulations (those common in the selected march)
•	 Students play “American Patrol.”
•	 Students discuss the qualities of a march (make a list at whiteboard) and how 
qualities relate to articulations in music.
•	 Students break into sections to briefly check articulation markings provided in 
their scores and create new articulations for an assigned segment (write on their 
own parts).
•	 Each section plays both the original and the new articulations for the full 
ensemble:
•	 Students follow overhead with original articulation.
•	 Students determine what has been changed.
•	 Students evaluate articulation as it pertains to march style.
•	 Students evaluate alternate moods or forms of feeling presented by new 
articulations.
•	 Full ensemble returns to the march and continues working on articulation.
vocabulary necessary for creating music. 
Over time, teachers can feel increasingly 
comfortable including periodic creative 
experiences in not only the elementary 
general music classroom but also the 
advanced high school orchestra.  
The symbiotic relationship between 
creating and playing quality music that 
exemplifies the many patterns that con­
stitute musical sound can ensure that 
our schools afford a comprehensive and 
standards­based music education for all 
students. The possibilities are limitless; 
perhaps all of the goals outlined in the 
National Standards—someday—might be 
attainable.
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